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THE UK AIRPORT GUIDES 

Belfast International 

Northern Ireland's gateway, mastered 

A deep dive for the frequent business flyer: Northern Ireland's busiest airport with a 
brand-new security hall, the express bus into the city, the lounge worth the walk, where to 
sleep, and how to make the gateway to Northern Ireland work for you, not against you. 
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THE LIE OF THE LAND 

Belfast International at a glance 
One terminal, one runway and the better part of seven million passengers a 
year. Belfast International is Northern Ireland's busiest airport, with a brand-
new security hall to match. 

Belfast International is the principal airport of Northern Ireland and the busiest of the island's 
airports outside Dublin, the main link between the region and Great Britain and Europe. In 2025 
it carried close to 6.7 million passengers, its second-best year on record and only just below the 
high set the year before, working them through a single terminal out at Aldergrove, some eighteen 
miles north-west of Belfast. The flying is led by easyJet, Northern Ireland's biggest airline, which 
bases a substantial operation here, alongside Jet2 and Ryanair, between them running a network 
of UK domestic and European leisure routes that for many in the region is the practical alternative 
to a long sea crossing. For a business traveller in Northern Ireland, it is the everyday gateway to 
the mainland and the continent. 

Two things are worth knowing from the outset. The first is that Belfast has two airports, and they 
are not interchangeable: this guide covers Belfast International, the larger, low-cost and leisure 
airport further from the city, as distinct from the smaller George Best Belfast City Airport close to 
the centre. The second is renewal: Belfast International is owned by France's VINCI Airports and 
is part-way through a £100 million, five-year redevelopment, the first phase of which has already 
delivered a brand-new terminal extension and a state-of-the-art security hall. The result is a busy 
airport in the middle of a significant upgrade. This guide shows you how to use it like a regular. 

 

BELFAST INTERNATIONAL BY NUMBERS 
Passengers in 2025:  close to 6.7 million - Northern Ireland's busiest airport. 
Terminal:  one terminal, mid a £100m redevelopment; a single runway. 
Carriers:  easyJet, Jet2 and Ryanair - UK domestic and European leisure. 
Into the city:  the Airport Express 300 bus - there is no railway station. 
Owner:  VINCI Airports, mid a five-year, £100m investment programme. 
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GET THIS RIGHT FIRST 

One terminal, and two Belfast 
airports 
There is a single terminal to find, but one thing to settle before you travel: which 
of Belfast's two airports your flight uses. 

Belfast International keeps the on-the-day arrival simple, with every flight using one terminal 
where check-in, security and gates sit under a single roof. The one genuine source of confusion is 
shared with the rest of the city: Belfast has two airports, and travellers sometimes turn up at the 
wrong one. Belfast International, out at Aldergrove and the subject of this guide, is the larger 
airport, home to easyJet's substantial base and to Jet2 and Ryanair, handling the bulk of the low-
cost and leisure flying. George Best Belfast City Airport, much closer to the centre, is the smaller, 
more business-oriented airport with its own set of carriers. Always check which airport your ticket 
names, because the two are a good half-hour apart and not remotely interchangeable. 

Beyond that, the discipline is the familiar one. Check in online, read your carrier's bag rules, and 
match your arrival time to the kind of flight, allowing the fuller margin in the school holidays and 
at the early-morning peaks when the terminal is busiest. The redevelopment now under way has 
already added space and a new security hall, easing the pinch points, so once you have confirmed 
the right airport, Belfast International is a straightforward place to use. 

Who flies from Belfast International 
Carrier Role at Belfast International Flies 

easyJet Northern Ireland's biggest airline, major 
base 

UK domestic and a broad European 
network 

Jet2 Leisure and package carrier Holiday destinations across Europe and 
beyond 

Ryanair A major low-cost carrier A wide European and domestic network 
 

RULE OF THUMB 
Check which Belfast airport your ticket names - International (Aldergrove) and City are a half-hour 
apart. 
One terminal at International means no building to choose; just check in online and read the bag 
rules. 
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THE FAST WAY IN 

The express bus 
Belfast International has no railway, but a frequent express bus runs straight to 
the city centre's new transport hub, which is most of what a traveller needs. 

Belfast International sits well out of the city, so the link in matters, and the Airport Express 300 
bus does the job well. Run by Translink, it is the airport's main public-transport connection, 
running from outside the terminal to Belfast Grand Central station, the city's large new transport 
hub, in around thirty to forty minutes depending on traffic, for a single of roughly £9.50. Services 
are frequent through the day and run into the night, covering the early departures and late arrivals 
of a busy leisure airport, and from Grand Central the city's bus and rail networks fan out across 
Northern Ireland. For a business traveller bound for central Belfast, it is direct, reliable and far 
simpler than the airport's distance from the city might suggest. 

The express bus is the workhorse, but it is not the only option. Other Translink services and local 
buses link the airport to surrounding towns, and taxis and private hire wait at the terminal for an 
address off the bus route or for two or three travelling together, though the journey into the city 
is a fair distance and priced accordingly. For onward travel across Northern Ireland, Grand 
Central station puts the region's rail network, including the cross-border service to Dublin, within 
easy reach. The rule for the regular is simple: take the Airport Express 300 for the city and its 
transport hub, and a taxi only when the destination or the company makes it worthwhile. 

Into the city at a glance 
Service To Journey time Typical single 

Airport Express 300 Belfast Grand Central station approx. 30 to 40 min around £9.50, 
frequent 

Onward rail and bus Across Northern Ireland from 
Grand Central 

varies Pick up services in 
the city 

Taxi / private hire Across the city 30 to 45 min by 
traffic 

Metered, a fair 
distance 

Page 4  -  Getting into the city 
  



 The Belfast International Guide 

Belfast International (BFS)  -  Edition 2026 5 

THE OTHER WAYS IN 

By road and car 
Belfast International draws a wide catchment by road across Northern Ireland, 
and the car is a natural choice for a region where the airport sits well outside 
the city. 

Because Belfast International lies some eighteen miles from the city, out towards Antrim, the car 
plays a larger role here than at airports closer to their cities, and the airport is well set up for it, 
with quick links to the M2 and the wider road network drawing a catchment from across Northern 
Ireland. Local buses link the airport to surrounding towns, and for travellers driving themselves 
the full range of official parking is on offer, from the value long-stay car parks with their shuttle 
buses to the short-stay options near the terminal. As at every airport, booking parking online in 
advance is markedly cheaper than the gate price, and for much of the region the car is simply the 
most practical way to reach the airport. 

Stopping at the terminal carries a charge, as it does almost everywhere now, paid by the usual 
camera system, with the cost rising the longer you stay, though Belfast International has 
historically been more modest in its charges than the big mainland airports. The sensible way to 
keep the cost down, as elsewhere, is to use a nearby car park with a short transfer for a quick set-
down rather than pulling up at the kerb, and to check the airport's current drop-off options when 
you travel. For central Belfast the Airport Express bus will usually win on cost, but for the wider 
region, and given the airport's distance from the city, the car comfortably earns its place. 

The road traveller's checklist 
• Use a nearby car park with a short transfer for a quick set-down rather than paying at the 

terminal kerb. 
• Book parking online in advance for the best rates, long-stay for value or short-stay for 

convenience. 
• The airport sits about 18 miles from Belfast off the M2, drawing a wide catchment across 

the region. 
• Check the airport's current drop-off charges and free options when you travel. 

THE HONEST VERDICT 
For central Belfast the Airport Express 300 wins on cost, but the airport's distance from the city 
makes this a genuine car airport for the wider region. Use a car park transfer rather than the kerb for 
a simple set-down. 
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THE ART OF ARRIVING SMARTLY 

A brand-new security hall 
Belfast International's redevelopment has delivered a state-of-the-art security 
hall, the centrepiece of the first phase of its £100 million investment. 

Security is where Belfast International's investment shows most clearly. The first phase of its £100 
million redevelopment, already open, delivered a new terminal extension built around a state-of-
the-art security hall fitted with next-generation scanning equipment, the technology that, where 
in full use, allows passengers to leave liquids and larger electronics inside their hand luggage 
rather than unpacking them at the conveyor. The precise rules on liquids and electronics have 
been changing across UK airports as the new scanners bed in, so it is worth checking Belfast 
International's current guidance before you fly, but the new hall is designed for a quicker, less 
fussy passage. As at any leisure airport the queues still swing by the hour and the season, with the 
early-morning and school-holiday peaks the busiest, so the prudent traveller plans to be ahead of 
them. 

For certainty, Fast Track security is sold and is well worth the modest cost for an early or peak-
season departure, and is included in some premium fares and lounge packages. The usual 
discipline pays off most at the busiest times: travel hand-luggage only where you can, follow the 
signage on liquids and electronics, and check in online. With its new security hall and a cheap Fast 
Track ticket, Belfast International offers one of the smarter, more modern security experiences 
among the UK regionals, the most visible dividend so far of its redevelopment. 

Clearing the airport quickly 
• In the new security hall, you may be able to leave liquids and electronics in your bag - check 

the current guidance before you fly. 
• Buy Fast Track in advance for an early or peak-season flight, or check whether your fare or 

lounge includes it. 
• Travel hand-luggage only where you can to skip the bag drop entirely. 
• Allow extra time at the early-morning and summer holiday peaks, when the hall is busiest. 

TIMING THE ARRIVAL 
Short-haul European departures:  arrive around two hours ahead, more in peak holiday weeks. 
Travelling light through the new hall with Fast Track? You can plan your arrival with confidence. 

Page 6  -  Security and fast-track 
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WHERE TO WAIT WELL 

The lounge worth knowing 
Belfast International keeps a comfortable airside lounge for those who want a 
calm base before a flight, keenly priced for a busy leisure airport. 

Belfast International's lounge offer is modest in scale but well judged for its market. The airport's 
airside lounge provides the dependable formula of complimentary food and drink, fast wi-fi and 
proper places to work, bookable ahead from sensible prices or accessible on a membership such 
as Priority Pass, and it makes a welcome refuge from a concourse that fills quickly at the holiday 
peaks. For a couple of hours before a flight, a glass and a bite, an inbox cleared and a quiet seat, it 
does exactly what the business traveller needs, and for an early departure it turns the wait into 
productive time rather than a scramble for a seat. 

The advice is the familiar one: book ahead at the busy times, when walk-up space is tight, and 
check what your fare or card already opens before paying separately. The lounge does not pretend 
to the scale of a Heathrow flagship, but for a busy regional airport it is comfortable, well-run and 
good value, and the wider redevelopment should lift the whole hospitality offer as it progresses. 
Arrive with the time to use it, particularly for an early flight, and the lounge becomes the most 
useful hour of the trip rather than a queue endured at the gate. 

The lounge picture 
Lounge Access Best for 

Airside lounge Pre-book or Priority Pass-style 
membership 

A calm, productive base before a 
flight 

Concourse seating Open to all The fallback if your wait is short 

BOOK AHEAD AT THE PEAKS 
Walk-up lounge space is tight in the summer and holiday weeks, so pre-book, and check whether 
your fare or membership card already opens the door. 
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BEYOND THE LOUNGE 

Dining and shopping 
Practical and freshly upgraded, Belfast International's food and shops are 
gathered close at hand in one terminal, with a new duty-free at their heart. 

Belfast International's dining is sensible and improving with the redevelopment. The familiar 
bars, coffee houses and quick counters cover the essentials for a busy morning, with a friendly 
Northern Irish welcome and enough choice to put together a decent breakfast before an early 
flight or a relaxed bite before departure. It is not chef-led fine dining, but for a busy regional 
airport the offer is solid, and because everything sits within a single terminal there is no trekking 
between buildings to find a meal or a proper coffee. The fullest choice is concentrated in the main 
airside departure area once you are through the new security hall. 

Retail has been a particular focus of the investment, with the first phase delivering an immersive 
new duty-free experience alongside the usual spread of fashion, technology, beauty and the 
practical, and a good line in Northern Irish gifts. For the working traveller the value is the familiar 
safety net of the forgotten charger or book, replaceable airside before you board. The sensible 
habit, even in a compact airport, is to do your eating and buying in the main departure area where 
the choice is widest, and to keep an eye on the boarding screens, since a busy Belfast International 
departure area can take a few minutes to clear at the summer peaks. 

Eating and buying, the essentials 
• Do your eating and shopping in the main airside departure area, where the choice is 

concentrated and widest. 
• The redevelopment has added a new duty-free experience alongside the usual shops. 
• Use the shops as a safety net for chargers, adaptors and reading rather than to fill time. 
• Watch the boarding screens at the summer peaks, when the departure area is busiest. 
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SLEEPING CLOSE TO THE GATE 

Where to stay 
A hotel sits within easy reach of the terminal, with a wider cluster a short drive 
away, which matters more here given the airport's distance from the city. 

Because Belfast International lies well outside the city, a hotel close to the terminal is especially 
useful for an early flight, sparing the long drive or bus in the small hours. The nearest is the on-
airport Premier Inn, a dependable, well-priced choice within easy reach of the terminal by a short 
walk or shuttle, with its own restaurant and the reliability of the brand, the obvious base for a 
dawn departure or a late arrival. Beyond it, a cluster of hotels sits a short drive away around 
Templepatrick and Antrim, including larger four-star and country-house options with leisure 
facilities and meeting space, most offering park-and-stay packages that bundle parking for a 
longer trip. 

The choosing logic is simple at a single-terminal airport: there is no building to match, so the 
decision comes down to price, the standard you want and how short a transfer you would like at 
what may be an antisocial hour. For a genuinely early start, the on-airport Premier Inn is the 
safest bet, removing the worry of the long approach in the dark; for a more comfortable stay or 
for combining a flight with meetings, the four-star options around Templepatrick make a relaxed 
base a short drive away. Given the distance from the city, a hotel near the airport is worth more 
here than at an airport on the edge of town. As always, book with the morning's timing in mind. 

A hotel shortlist 
Hotel Distance Why it earns its place 

Premier Inn on the airport, short 
walk or shuttle 

The nearest bed, with a restaurant; best for 
a dawn flight 

Templepatrick four-star hotels short drive Fuller stays with leisure and meeting 
facilities 

Antrim-area hotels short drive A wider choice with park-and-stay packages 

STAY CLOSE FOR THE EARLY START 
With the airport some 18 miles from the city, a bed on or near the airport removes a long, dark drive 
before a dawn flight. The on-airport Premier Inn is the safe bet. 
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THE TRICKIEST HOUR 

Connecting and self-transfer 
Belfast International is a point-to-point airport, not a hub, so a connection here 
is almost always a self-transfer to be planned with care. 

Belfast International is built for direct, low-cost flying rather than the seamless hub connection, 
and that shapes any attempt to change planes here. The carriers that dominate the airport, 
easyJet, Jet2 and Ryanair, generally do not through-check baggage or protect connections across 
separate bookings, so a connection at Belfast International means a self-transfer: you land, clear 
any controls, collect any checked bag, leave the controlled area, check in again for the onward 
flight, and pass back through security. The single terminal at least keeps the walking short, but 
the sequence is the same as at any low-cost base and must be planned as two separate journeys 
rather than a single ticketed connection. Many travellers from Northern Ireland connecting 
onward to the wider world do so through a mainland or Dublin hub on a separate booking. 

The guidance follows directly. Allow a long layover rather than a tight one, and remember that on 
separate tickets a missed onward flight is your risk, with no automatic re-routing and no duty on 
the second airline to wait. Travelling hand-luggage only is the single biggest improvement you can 
make, stripping out the reclaim and re-check entirely and leaving only the walk back through the 
new security hall, where a Fast Track ticket can speed the second passage. Belfast International is 
at its best as one half of a door-to-door journey rather than a place to change planes, so where a 
connection is unavoidable, build in a generous buffer and clear each stage methodically before 
you relax. 

Self-connecting well 
• Assume no through-baggage: most carriers here require you to reclaim and re-check 

between flights. 
• Treat a connection as two separate trips, and allow a long layover rather than a tight one. 
• Travel hand-luggage only if you can; it removes reclaim and re-check from the equation. 
• Use Fast Track and the new hall to speed your second pass through security. 
• Remember a missed self-transfer is your risk - there is no automatic re-routing on separate 

tickets. 
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 The Belfast International Guide 

Belfast International (BFS)  -  Edition 2026 11 

THE REGULAR'S PLAYBOOK 

Belfast International, mastered 
Everything above distilled into the habits that make the most of Northern 
Ireland's busiest airport. 

Belfast International rewards a traveller who works with its grain: a single terminal with a brand-
new security hall, an express bus in place of a train, and a location well outside the city that puts 
a premium on planning. The first rule is to make sure you are at the right Belfast airport; after 
that, take the Airport Express 300 into the city, travel light through the new scanners, and use a 
car park transfer rather than the kerb. Respect the summer and holiday peaks, and lean on the 
easyJet network that, for Northern Ireland, is the everyday link to the mainland and Europe. 
Master these points and Belfast International is a brisk, modern airport to use. 

Ten habits of the seasoned Belfast International flyer 
• Check you are at the right Belfast airport - International (Aldergrove), not City, is the 

larger, low-cost one. 
• Take the Airport Express 300 bus to Grand Central station for the city and onward 

connections. 
• Check in online and travel hand-luggage only; keep within the strict low-cost bag rules. 
• Use a car park transfer rather than the terminal kerb for a quick set-down. 
• Book parking online in advance for the best rates. 
• Leave liquids and electronics in your bag in the new hall where allowed - check the current 

guidance. 
• Buy Fast Track ahead for an early or summer flight. 
• Pre-book the airside lounge at the peaks for a calm hour before the flight. 
• For an early flight, sleep at the on-airport Premier Inn rather than driving in before dawn. 
• Treat any connection as a self-transfer with a generous buffer, not a protected hub change. 
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WHAT COMES NEXT 

The bigger picture 
Under VINCI ownership and a £100 million rebuild, Belfast International is 
modernising to strengthen its place as Northern Ireland's gateway. 

The defining story at Belfast International is its redevelopment. Owned by France's VINCI 
Airports, one of the world's largest airport operators, the airport is part-way through a five-year, 
£100 million investment programme, the first phase of which has already opened: a new terminal 
extension built around a state-of-the-art security hall, a new duty-free experience, and 
improvements to arrivals and the external forecourt. Carrying close to 6.7 million passengers a 
year, its second-best total on record, the airport is the busiest in Northern Ireland and the region's 
principal link to Great Britain and Europe, and the investment is designed to modernise an airport 
that had long needed it. 

For the traveller, the coming phases of the programme should bring further improvements: more 
modern terminal space, better facilities and a smoother experience to build on the new security 
hall and duty-free already delivered. There will be construction to navigate in the meantime and 
the summer holiday crush to plan around, but the direction is clear. Belfast International intends 
to remain Northern Ireland's busiest airport and its everyday gateway to the mainland and the 
continent, backed for the first time in years by sustained, large-scale investment. For the frequent 
flyer based anywhere in Northern Ireland, it is already the natural way to reach Britain and 
Europe, and it is steadily growing more modern with it. 

 

Quick reference 
The essentials At a glance 

Layout One terminal, mid a £100m redevelopment; a single runway 
Which airport International (Aldergrove) is the larger, low-cost one; not City 
Into the city Airport Express 300 to Grand Central, approx. 30 to 40 min, around £9.50 

Drop-off A charge applies at the terminal; use a car park transfer to avoid it 
Security A brand-new hall with next-generation scanners 
Carriers easyJet, Jet2 and Ryanair - UK domestic and European leisure 
Closest hotel On-airport Premier Inn, a short walk or shuttle 

On the horizon A five-year, £100m VINCI redevelopment, phase one already open 
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